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a small Irish faction wherever it might lead would hardly have
appealed to any of them.
Thus launched, the quarrel pursued a course in 1912 and 1913,
whose details are little worth tracing. Carson, be it said, gave
much prudent care to the hard task of preventing riots in Belfast;
and one of his most theatrical devices, the signing (September
1912) of the Ulster Covenant, was contrived for this purpose as a
safety-valve. On 25 October 1912, at Ladybank, Asquith ap-
pealed earnestly for a compromise settlement. But one of his
conditions—'nothing must be done to erect a permanent or
insuperable bar to Irish unity'—implied that any exclusion of
Ulster must have a fixed time-limit; in which form it would, of
course, be useless from the Ulstermen's standpoint. Over this and
over the question of areas all progress towards agreement was
held up. By the end of 1912 the Ulster issue had become the sole
serious ground of unionist opposition to home rule; and it so
remained through 1913. The scandal of the conservative de-
fiance to law grew steadily greater, and exerted an unsettling
influence throughout the whole community. But the government
remained powerless to deal with it; and the Irish nationalist
leaders still blindly repeated that the Ulster attitude was 'bluff'.
Meantime under the usual conditions of obstruction and guillo-
tine the Home Rule Bill passed the commons by large majorities
in two successive sessions, and was twice rejected by the lords.
In the heat of this struggle the unionist party's enthusiasm for
tariff reform again melted. At a great party demonstration on
4 December 1912 Lord Lansdowne had officially withdrawn the
plan of submitting food taxes to a referendum, and had suggested
a duty of 2J. per quarter on foreign corn. Twelve days later
Bonar Law also declared for food duties. But these decisions
roused keen opposition among the unionists of Lancashire and
Yorkshire. A memorial was organized asking the unionist
leaders to agree not to impose food taxes without a second general
election; and in a letter dated 13 January 1913 Bonar Law on
behalf of both of them accepted the terms. It is not usual for
British party leaders to swallow such a public rebuff; they did so
to clear the ground for Carson.
Two other factors contributed to the domestic unsettlement of
these years. One was the Marconi affair; the other, a new phase
of suffragist militancy. The first arose out of a scheme for an
'Imperial wireless chain'. It had been recommended by the

